enterprise, isn't a facility and suite of services that can remain static.
Paul: Right. Todd: It's got be dynamic. It has to be ever-changing. We can't let up our foot off the gas in terms of finding out more about the needs, the wants, and the expectations of the incoming students. They are the first people to recognize that there's a discrepancy between what they expect and what we provide.
Paul: So you got this group together to explore that idea, and you told us a little bit about who was in the group. Tell us about what you were hoping the group would come up with, then about what they actually came up with.
Todd: Actually, your student quote at the beginning of our conversation is the kind of thing I hoped would come out of the conversation. I didn't think or expect that everyone would just be patting us on the back because they don't know that the library won an award ten years ago after it opened. To the new students it is a brand new experience when they walk in the door. They look around and think, "Oh, how am I going to navigate this library and how can it help me get smarter, do my work successfully, and graduate from Carthage?" So, basically what we hoped for was for some people to take issue with the library, because the library has such a good rep on campus and historically here at Carthage that we're afraid that everybody might just continue to congratulate themselves and not take a hard look at this. We actually like the fact that people were not thinking this was their ideal library. Specifically, we found that some of the expectations for the library had to do a lot with how we support groups of people working anywhere from three to up to six or seven students. We've installed the latest technology and flat panel monitors. We've tricked out those spaces and the students love them, but there's just not nearly enough of them. They're also in an out-of-the-way place behind all the stacks in the back and downstairs, but even so, just about every one has found them, and so they're being used all the time. What we need in the library is more group space where students can get together and interact with each other as well as with the technology, and five of those rooms aren't enough. We could easily use another five, and that is something that is starting to come out through these conversations.
Paul: Of course, there are other things connected to the title of this conversation. There was an even more specific quote about technology, and obviously you want to respond to that or consider it. So can you talk about some of that feedback that you got from students through the Dean of Students Office and what you're doing with it?
Todd: Students may believe that we're not technologically sophisticated enough if we don't use what they're used to using everyday on their smart phones or what they may see in some of their classrooms, so we've got a big focus going on with technology. But every time we focus on that we also risk alienating people on the faculty who are used to the I want to find a book on the shelf, I want to take it to a chair, and I want to sit down with it and turn the pages." We have two very different points of view. Our role here is not to a look at those two points of view as being mutually exclusive but to figure out how we can help transition the campus by continuing to grow and develop in the use of our technology and adapt to the new students and their perspective, while at the same time respecting the point of view of the faculty who are more attuned to using the traditional print resources. This is no easy task! One of the things that we did this past year was remove the print journals that were duplicative of online journals that we have high confidence in -the JSTOR and Project MUSE journals -the journals that we know are going to be perpetually supported by the not-for-profit publishing entities. That action freed up a couple thousand square feet of space, and we took out the stacks. We could have put furniture there, but that is an ad hoc response. What we need is a long view. Let's look at this as one big picture -the entire building and our services -and try to come up with a five-to-ten-year plan where whatever we decide to do is as good for the next ten years as the original library was for its first ten years. Paul: What you're talking about is finding a balance between the ways things continue to change while keeping in touch with the old school. I think you certainly identified a conflict that's happening and playing out at a lot of different places. What's peculiar about libraries, it seems to me, is that they are such a central fixture in so many communitiesaround the United States, out in the world, on campuses. Can you talk about why the library ought to be a place where digital and media literacy and competency is at home?
Todd: Active learning is very important. Engagement with materials, ideas, and your peers are hallmarks of a sound educational environment. How can we construct those environments in ways that actually promote as much learning engagement as possible and maximize every moment that the students are here in the library? One of the things that we've hoped to do is extend the idea of group work. We could bring some more of that group space front and center where there's lots of visibility, lots of support, technology, and where there's encouragement. We could focus some of it on what people are calling "maker space."
Paul: Is that like...a space to create? Todd: Yes, spaces to create works using digital audio and video -and images as well as text. Authors can bring together print material and digital resources and we can provide the services and the support that they need to feel encouraged and supported. A lot of our students are participating in the faculty/student research program here and... Paul: The SURE Program… [http://www.
carthage.edu/sure/]
Todd: Yes, the SURE program has expanded to include the arts as well as the sciences, social sciences, and the humanities, so we have students who are involved in every discipline, and they're very interested in how they can turn the resources of the library into something that can help them in their research and course work. If we can do that through remaking the space in some way, we can better meet their needs. So what we've been doing is having conversations with the original architect of the building. His name is Jack Poling. He is with MSR architects out of Minneapolis, and he's been very very helpful. He has given us images and design ideas, and we've turned those back to him with our reactions and thoughts. Now we're expecting that the next step will be to actually take his drawings and his ideas that he presents back to us yet again and actually fine tune those and turn them into plans for reworking some space that actually builds upon what the students tell us they need.
Paul: It sounds to me like a very good opportunity for us to jump ahead and think about our commitment in this column to explore our own journey of grappling with this particular situation. Perhaps the next iteration of this conversation might be getting together with the architect and others that are key feedback people and having a round-table with them and seeing where things are going.
Todd: That sounds like a lot of visual fun! We're hoping to do this in a way that's inspiring, flexible, student centered, while also being respectful of ... Paul: I was going to say respectful of the past, respectful of the print traditions... Todd: ...and respectful of the architect's original intention. This is a complicated challenge, but we are having great fun with it.
Paul: Great. Let's just dream for a second and think ahead ten years. Can you give us a small glimpse of where that vision might be ten years from now?
Todd: It's a little hard to say exactly what it might be in ten years, but let me give it...let me give it a little try. My hope is that we will have established a culture here where people continuously check the pulse of the students and the rest of the community to make sure that our library is an inspiring, social, and academic learning environment as they see it. We would be mindful of staying on top of this issue. If in ten years we've adopted the cultural attitude of staying on top of this issue, then we will have succeeded. If the next generation is taking the same approach that we're taking here today, then we don't have anything to worry about because they'll be even smarter, wiser, and more experienced than we are today.
Paul: And perhaps even better dressed... Ok, you didn't give us robots and electronic scanning for checkout. You didn't give us those kinds of things. Instead you gave us some very practical and inspirational viewsdeeply rooted kinds of things, to think about keeping the cutting edge in sight. Again, that is a throwback to our title this time around. Perhaps it could be considered as a mindset of ever-changing and never static.
Todd: Absolutely! I have confidence in people because people are at the heart of teaching and learning. If we give people respect and support and promote a cultural environment that they need to continue doing good work, then they will do it, and we have nothing to worry about.
Paul: Excellent! Well, we should probably leave it there for this iteration of "Digital Conversations." Todd: Thanks, Paul. It's been fun as always.
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